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David L. Rosenhan (1929-2012) 
David L. Rosenhan,a distinguished psychologist and professor emeritus at Stanford University, died 
February 6, 2012 at the age of 82, after a long illness. Born in Jersey City, New Jersey in 1929, he 
received a bachelor’s degree in mathematics (1951) from Yeshiva College, and a master’s degree in 
economics (1953) and doctorate in psychology (1958) from Columbia University. A professor of law 
and of psychology at Stanford from 1971 until his retirement in1998, Rosenhan was a pioneer in 
applying psychological methods to the practice of law, including the examination of expert witnesses, 
jury selection and jury deliberation. 
 Rosenhanwas the author of more than 80 books and research papers, including one of the 
most widely read studies in psychology, bearing the provocative title, On Being Sane in Insane 
Places(1973, Science, 179, 250-258). As part of this study, Rosenhan and seven others presented 
themselves to 12 mental hospitals in five states during a 3-year period, claiming to hear voices 
pronouncing the words "empty," "hollow," "thud," but reporting no other symptoms. All were 
admitted with a diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia. 
 After admission the “patients” acted normally, manifested no further symptoms of mental 
illness, and asked to be released. Nevertheless, hospital staff—in contrast to fellow patients-- never 
recognized that these “pseudopatients” were not in fact ill, and treated them with a range of powerful 
drugs (which they discreetly discarded). Even more important, in that pathology-inducing setting 
normal behaviors such as writing notes and expressing a desire to leave the institution, were seen by 
staff as manifestations of mental illness. On their eventual release, which on average occurred after19 
days (with a range from 7 to 52 days), none were pronounced “sane” or “healthy.” Instead, the usual 
diagnosis was “schizophrenia in remission”—a diagnosis, as Rosenhan noted, that carries stigma that 
makes it difficult to pursue ordinary social or occupational objectives. 
 Some critics saw this study as a personal attack on psychiatry and clinical psychology, even 
though the paper’s emphasis was on diagnostic practices and contextual influences. In phrases typical 
of Rosenhan’s empathy and humanity, the paper’s concluding paragraph emphasized: “…our 
overwhelming impression of them was of people who really cared, who were committed and were 
uncommonly intelligent…. Their perceptions and behavior were controlled by the situation, rather 
than being motivated by a malicious disposition.” (Rosenhan, 1973, p. 257). 
 Rosenhan was subsequently challenged by a hospital to test its diagnosis and admission 
procedures. Psychiatric staff were warned that at least one pseudo-patient might be sent to their 
institution. The result was that 41 out of 193 new patients were believed by at least one staff member 
to be imposters, and a further 42 were considered suspect. In fact, Rosenhan had sent no actors. 
Again,he offered a provocative challenge concerning psychiatric diagnosis and treatment. As former 
Stanford colleague Lee Shulman noted in his moving funeral eulogy, Rosenhan’s work constituted: 
…“more than the report of an immensely inventive piece of research…; it is a proclamation, a moral 
outcry, a scream of pain and a demand that the world bear witness to the consequences of wrongful 
diagnosis, of ungrounded labeling, of institutions whose very design shapes errors of diagnosis.” 
 Rosenhan completed other notable studies, including ones replicating and expanding the 
message of the famous Milgram studies, and examining relationships between affect and altruism. He 
also co-authored with Martin Seligman, a textbook Abnormal Psychology (originally published 1984, 
Norton) that was widely used, and taught generations of psychology students different ways to think 
about mental health and mental illness. Notably, it went beyond a narrow discussion of the causes and 
treatment of mental illness to identify seven keyfeatures of abnormality: suffering; maladaptiveness; 
vividness and unconventionality; unpredictability and loss of control; irrationality and 
incomprehensibility; observer discomfort; and violation of moral and ideal standards. 
 As generations of Stanford students could attest, David Rosenhan was a spellbinding lecturer, 
who managed to convey the sense that he was speaking to each individual, no matter how large the 
group. To his graduate students, he was consistently encouraging and optimistic, always ready to 
share a joke or story, and gently encouraging of creativity and progressive independence as 
researchers. The lessons he cared most about offering, in the classroom as in his research, were about 
human dignity and the need to confront abuse of power and human frailties.With a rabbinical style 
reflective of years of Talmudic study, and with an unforgettably resonant voice that demanded 
attention and reflection, he encouraged students to consider moral and psychological dilemmas that 
extended far beyond the scope of normal textbooks. 
 A former president of the American Psychology-Law Society and of the American Board of 
Forensic Psychology, Rosenhan was a fellow of the American Association for the Advancement of 
Science, a fellow of the American Psychological Association, and a fellow of the American 
Psychological Society. Before joining the Stanford Law School faculty, he was a member of the 
faculties of Swarthmore College, Princeton University, Haverford College, and the University of 
Pennsylvania. He also served as research psychologist at Educational Testing Service.  
 David L. Rosenhan was preceded in death by his wife Mollie and daughter Nina. He is 
survived by his son Jack Rosenhan of Palo Alto and his beloved granddaughters Cecily and Yael, and 
by his brother Hershel of Jerusalem.  Lee Ross Stanford University  David Kavanagh Queensland University of Technology 
 
